Bauer: Interview [with John Macharia]

53

Interview
In June 2013 while teaching a Doctor of Ministry cohort in Nairobi
Kenya I had the opportunity to interview a Kenyan pastor, John Macharia
(JM), who in addition to his regular pastoral work has had an interest in
young people.
Bruce Bauer (BB): You have been involved in an interesting project for the last
seven years. Tell me how it all began.
In 2004 when I was the president of the Central Kenya Conference of
Seventh-day Adventists, my nephew who was a Catholic came to stay
with us after he had gone through a Catholic initiation rite in place of the
typical Kikuyu rite of passage marking entrance into adulthood. He had
received a certificate and was very pleased with what had taken place.
This impressed me and I felt that the Adventist Church could also do
something like that. In 2005 I wanted to start a Seventh-day Adventist
initiation rite for young boys and girls, but it didn’t catch on. Later on
after returning to pastoring a district, I still wanted to start something. In
2006, I tried to do something again, but it still didn’t get off the ground.
Finally, in 2007 eight boys were willing to join for a Christian rite of passage. This first one was conducted in one of the boy’s home. My local
elder, plus one additional church member, worked with me to mentor the
boys. For two weeks we mentored them on various issues such as spiritual
issues, fundamental beliefs, study habits for high school, drugs, alcohol,
tobacco, HIV/AID and sexually transmitted diseases, patriotism, how to
live in harmony with others, issues of general hygiene, how to be a man
in Kikuyu society, how to treat one’s mother and sisters, and how to keep
one’s distance from members of the opposite sex. We also talked with
them on how to be independent and self-reliant—how to generate some
income for small personal expenses—which is important for them to help
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them prepare to take leadership roles in their society. We also took them
through twenty-six lessons of the Voice of Prophecy Bible correspondence
course, for which they received a certificate at the end. During the closing
ceremony we had each participant sign a pledge card that was then placed
in their Bible that recorded their commitment to never smoke or drink, to
use drugs, or be involved in any sexual activity until they were married.
BB: What was wrong with the traditional Kikuyu rites of passage?
During traditional rites the boys are circumcised. They are usually
taken to a local hospital for the operation, then placed in a room where
the parents are excluded and where all adult supervision is denied. Peers
and other young men who had gone through the rite previously are in
charge of the next two weeks’ activities. Often those initiating the young
boys would introduce them to pre-marital sex, drugs, pornography, alcohol, smoking, and the chewing of miraa (a mild narcotic). During those
two weeks the mother of the boy being initiated cooks for the boy and all
those involved in the rite, but the son is totally under the influence of other
young boys.
BB: What were the main differences between what you did and the traditional
approach?
I went out and recruited positive mentors to interact with the boys in
place of the peer group that introduced the boys to so many negative activities. Mentors included doctors and nurses for the operation, professors, professionals, self-reliance specialists, health professionals to teach
hygiene, role models in society, and other young people who had high
moral standards and who could advocate for Christian activities.
BB: How do you pay for this ceremony?
The initiates pay for some of the cost. They pay for the operation and
for their food and lodging. A couple of donors have provided funds to
provide all the boys with a t-shirt and to help with some of the cost of
bringing in the professionals. The front of the t-shirts have the age group
name and the back has the slogan for that year. They also receive a cap as
a gift on graduation day and a certificate indicating that they have gone
through a Christian initiation rite. Their parents are invited to attend the
graduation ceremony on the last day at which time each young man is
given gifts marking their transition to adulthood.
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BB: What is the difference between the cost of the traditional rite and your rite?
The Adventist rite actually saves the parents a lot of money. In the traditional ceremony each family has to support a whole group of young
men who are initiating their boy. Our program saves them about two
thirds of what the traditional rite would cost. Furthermore, the mother is
free from the responsibility of cooking for the whole group. Another plus
is the fact that the topics we present are wholesome and positive.
BB: You started in 2007 with eight boys. How many boys joined your program
last year?
Last year we had about 70 boys and about 50 girls.
BB: You mean you have initiation rites for girls too?
Yes, but we call it an alternative rite of passage. It initiates young Abagusii girls who are still at risk from the traditional practice of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM).
BB: When did you start the alternative rite?
We added it in 2008 in order to address the terrible practice of FGM
that was still being widely practiced among the Abagusii people.
BB: Was FGM also being done by Seventh-day Adventists?
Yes, it is still being practiced by as many as 95 percent of both Seventhday Adventists and others in that society.
BB: What has been the response of the Adventist community to your Christian
rites of passage for boys and girls?
From 2008-2010 we offered the program just in Nairobi with about 16
boys attending in 2008, 27 in 2009, and 30 in 2010. Then in 2011 I went to
Nyamira County, which is located in Western Kenya where the Abagusii
people live and where girls are still subjected to FGM. There was a lot of
resistance from the community at first. In 2010 I had visited the area for a
wedding and told the people about the alternative rite for boys and girls.
They acted surprised and happy and invited me to come and conduct one
the next year for their girls, but when we got there in 2011 there was a lot
of resistance. They didn’t bring the girls as they had promised. We waited
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in the church, and at first only 3 girls came, but by evening there were a
total of 7, and by the next day the group had grown to 12.
BB: What kind of program did you have for them?
The program for girls is similar to the one for boys. We teach on the
fundamental beliefs of the Adventist Church, council them on issues like
HIV/AIDS, have ladies instruct them on personal hygiene, and show them
a video on FGM produced by ADRA Kenya, which causes a strong reaction by the girls. The only part I teach on is the fundamental beliefs—the
rest of the presenters are women.
BB: This project started out as a program for Adventist boys and girls. Have
you encouraged other Christian boys and girls to join the yearly programs?
Yes, starting in 2008 there were other Christians who joined the program. In fact it has become an evangelistic outreach. From December 2008
to December 2012 we have baptized 52 young people from backgrounds
other than the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
BB: Have you baptized any of the parents?
We baptized one of the workers who was connected with a children’s
home where one of the baptisms took place.
BB: What are some of the other interesting things you have done in connection
with the various groups?
I have given each year’s group a name that helps them identify with
their year’s group. For example, in 2008 I named the group the Obama
and Michael group with a slogan “Yes we can,” since that was the year
that Obama became president. In 2009 I named them the AUA age group
since they met at the Adventist University of Africa (AUA) and gave them
the slogan—knowledge is power. In 2010, they were called the katiba age
group which is a Swahili word for constitution which was being voted on
that year. The students would chant—the rule of law.
It is also very encouraging to meet some of the boys and girls who went
through the program several years before who mention that because of
the positive impact of the initiation rite they still are not smoking or drinking and have determined never to get involved in those things. One of the
fellows I talked with is now a second year student in a public university
and is still standing firm.
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BB: What are your plans for the future?
Since the results have been very positive, I hope to train more people and open more centers. I have created a manual to use in training
the leaders for each group and I hope to get conference support for this
yearly function as an official program for youth ministry in the Adventist
Church. In the Central Kenya Conference there are ten Seventh-day Adventist schools and I want to have each of them become a center starting in
2013. So far about 500 boys and girls have gone through the program. My
hope is that thousands will go through it in the future.
BB: I understand that you are taking the DMin from Andrews University
and that this is part of your project. How has the DMin helped you with this
program?
I think the area that has been most important has been the encouragement to contextualize, to present biblical functional substitutes, to deal
with cultural practices that are not biblical, and to read books by Paul
Hiebert, Charles Kraft and others who stress the importance of communicating in culturally understandable ways. Another thing has been the
encouragement to see that there is so much in the local culture that can be
used in a positive way, and the stress that there are no perfect cultures, but
that every local culture can be used for redemptive purposes. The Good
News can be communicated in local cultural forms.
BB: If you were giving advice to other African leaders concerning African
cultural issues, what would you say?
We are the people of this continent who deal with these issues, we
know what cultural issues are challenging the church. We need to deal
with them; we have the ability to deal with them in biblical ways.
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